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Abstract 
 
Phenomenography is a research approach devised to allow the investigation of 
varying ways in which people experience aspects of their world. Whilst grow-
ing attention is being paid to interpretative research in library and information 
studies (LIS), it is not always clear how the outcomes of such research can be 
used in practice. This article explores the potential contribution of phe-
nomenography in advancing the application of phenomenological and 
hermeneutic frameworks to LIS theory, research and practice. In 
phenomenography we find a research tool which, in revealing variation, 
uncovers everyday understandings of phenomena and provides outcomes 
which are readily applicable to professional practice. The outcomes may be 
used in human computer interface design, enhancement, implementation and 
training, in the design and evaluation of services, and in education and training 
for both end-users and information professionals. A proposed research 
territory for phenomenography in LIS includes investigating qualitative 
variation in the experienced meaning of 1) information and its role in society, 
2) LIS concepts and principles, 3) LIS processes and 4) LIS elements. 
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Introduction 
 
Phenomenography, a relatively new research approach from Sweden, is a tool 
presently underutilised in the library and information studies (LIS) field. 
Although some empirical studies have been conducted by LIS researchers, its 
potential remains unrealised. In this paper we introduce phenomenography to 
the LIS domain. Its advantages, methods, examples of research outcomes and 
the research territory it opens are explained. 
 
Phenomenography is an interpretative research approach. The primary 
interest of the approach is in exploring qualitative variation in people’s 
experience of aspects of the world around them; this focus suggests that such 
an approach fits well into a domain which attends to the views and perceptions 
of users of information and information technology. Growing attention is 
being paid to interpretative research in library and information science; 
however, the transfer of the outcomes of such research into practical 
application is still difficult. In phenomenography, though, we find a research 
tool, which is clearly oriented towards outcomes readily applicable to 
professional practice.  
 
The outcomes of phenomenographic research in LIS would be descriptions 
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or ‘maps’ of the experiences of information and IT users. Charting this 
territory would have implications for many aspects of the information 
profession. For example, understanding the different experiences of various 
components of library systems would potentially influence the design of 
systems, training and education of end-users and professionals, and evaluation 
strategies. Designers, educators and evaluators would be positioned to consider 
and take into account identified variation in experience. 
 
Once the fundamental intentions of the phenomenographic research 
approach have been grasped, it is possible to implement studies at various 
levels of sophistication. This makes the approach particularly attractive to 
practitioners wishing to explore variation in experience in order to contribute 
to an in-house program or project. Its integration into the suite of approaches 
available to LIS researchers would also extend the options available to those 
adopting a ‘user’ orientation. In this paper we address the needs of both 
practitioners and researchers who may be interested in the approach. We 
explore the place of phenomenography within current theoretical frameworks, 
the nature of phenomenography and its theoretical and practical advantages. 
We also suggest guidelines for conducting a phenomenographic study. Finally, 
four branches of phenomenographic research for LIS are described: the study 
of qualitative variation in the experienced meaning of 1) information and its 
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role in society, 2) LIS concepts and principles, 3) LIS processes and 4) LIS 
elements. 
 
Theoretical Frameworks in LIS Research 
 
Recent attempts to reconceptualise theory and research practice in library 
and information science continue a shift of emphasis away from logical 
empiricism which began to appear in the mid 1980s [1, 2, 3, 4]. Olaisen 
introduced the LIS community to epistemological discussions occurring in the 
social sciences and the humanities and proposed “...an intelligent use of social 
research methods for the development of models form the point of view of the 
social (rather than the physical) sciences [1, p.130]. 
 
The use of approaches stemming from the social sciences was intended to 
allow the emergence of perspectives grounded in the socio-political and 
subjective worlds of information users. Although, ten years later, the 
functionalist, or logical empiricist, view remains firmly entrenched, there is 
growing evidence of interest in people’s experiences and perspectives. This 
interest has come mainly from the information needs and uses branch of LIS 
research. 
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Descriptive, as opposed to measurement-oriented, research approaches that 
have been adopted may be divided into three main groupings: 
  the constructivist approaches which draw upon cognitive 
psychological theories, 
 the naturalistic approaches, which draw upon sociological or 
anthropological antecedents, and 
 interpretative approaches, which draw upon philosophical 
discourses, particularly phenomenology and hermeneutics. 
 
Researchers using these approaches share a fundamental interest in the 
experiences of information users. Attention has been given to constructivist 
approaches by researchers such as Borgman [5] and Dervin [6], while 
naturalistic approaches have been pursued by, for example, Mellon [7], 
Kuhlthau  [8] and Ellis [9]. These approaches have provided strong insights 
into the world of information users, revealing their behaviour, mental models, 
attitudes and processes. Their grounding in psychological, sociological and 
anthropological theories have provided credibility within the research 
community. 
 
The third branch of alternative approaches, denoted here as ‘interpretative’, 
is grounded in the philosophical discourses of hermeneutics and 
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phenomenology. Within LIS, this branch can only be described as emerging. 
Consequently, there are only ‘tiny hermeneutical tracks within our field’ [10, 
p.44]. A few authors have promoted interpretivism, for example Budd [3], 
Benediktsson [11] and Froehlich, [12]; and a growing number of studies have 
been conducted (see, for example, Bruce [13], Huston [14], Park [15], and 
Chatman [16]). Interpretative approaches are capturing the interest of 
researchers because they: 
 break down the prevailing subject-object dichotomy that often takes 
the form of attention to either users, systems or some other information 
objects [17], 
 allow access to the subjective world of the user [18], 
 are based on principles of reflection and contextualisation [3], and  
 have the potential to revolutionise LIS practice [11]. 
 
Phenomenography is beginning to attract the attention of LIS researchers, 
perhaps because it blends the advantages of phenomenological and 
hermeneutical interests with a practical focus on uncovering variation in 
experiences or ways of conceiving phenomena. Although its initial appeal has 
been to those working in the area of ‘user education’, or ‘information literacy 
education’, its emphasis on variation suggests that its application would have 
theoretical and practical value to the wider field of information science.   
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What is Phenomenography? 
 
Phenomenography is a research approach that has grown out of a desire to 
answer questions such as ‘What are the varying ways in which people 
conceive, or experience, some aspect of the world?’ or ‘What are the different 
ways in which people are aware of some aspect of their world?’. It is “... a 
research specialisation aimed at mapping the qualitatively different ways in 
which people experience, conceptualise, perceive and understand various 
aspects of ... the world around them”. [19 p.178] 
 
Phenomenography is a qualitative approach, which evolved during the 
1970s at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, in response to educational 
questions about the different ways in which people experience or conceive 
learning. Since then it has been developed, refined and applied to a range of 
phenomena within the field of education and beyond. Phenomenography has 
been strongly influenced by phenomenological and hermeneutical thinking. 
Researchers using it, therefore, attempt to enter the ‘life-world’ of the 
information user and to interpret variation in experienced meaning within 
some context. Today phenomenography is seen as both a research program 
aimed at describing people’s conceptions and a research tool for the study of 
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phenomena [20].  
 
Like many other so-called qualitative approaches, it is experiential and 
descriptive. It is unique, however, in its focus on qualitative variation in 
understanding or experience. This unique flavour encourages researchers to 
explore different conceptions of a phenomenon, which are present amongst 
groups of people in particular contexts. Phenomenography also focuses on the 
relation between people and their world. It is within this relation, the ‘internal 
relation’, that meaning is constituted; and it is the varying character of this 
internal relation that forms the ‘object’ of phenomenographic research. Many 
labels have been used to describe this relation, such as conception, experience, 
awareness, way of seeing, and way of thinking. In phenomenography, these 
labels all refer to the subject-object relations, the experienced meaning through 
which people know their world.  
 
The idea of ‘conception’ may be contrasted with closely related ideas such 
as ‘concept’ and ‘conceptualisation’. Svensson [21, p.531] distinguishes 
between these within the phenomenographic domain. He describes a concept 
as the abstract general meaning attributed to a phenomenon ‘as it is present in 
a language’; a conception as the experienced meaning of a phenomenon and 
conceptualisation as cognitive activity, ‘the thinking through which a 
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conception is constituted’. An important implication is that the outcomes of 
phenomenographic research, descriptions of conceptions, are not ‘mental 
models’: “... we are not trying to look into the (person’s) mind, but we are 
trying to see what he or she sees, we are not describing minds, but perceptions; 
we are not describing the (person) but his or her perceptual world.” [22, 
p.247]. 
 
Through identifying conceptions, or the experienced meaning, it becomes 
possible to depict phenomena. Depicting conceptions points towards depicting 
phenomena when a phenomenon is considered to be the combination of the 
different ways in which people experience the meaning of some object. In 
many phenomenographic studies it has been discovered that there are logical 
relations between the various conceptions, which form a structural framework 
within which the various conceptions may be described. Focussing on 
uncovering this structural framework has, in some cases, led to new 
understandings of the phenomenon studied. 
 
How has Phenomenography been used already in LIS? 
 
The phenomenographic approach has been adopted in a small number of 
studies in LIS, and the broader field of information technology (Table 1). 
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Researchers working on these projects share a common interest in the varying 
ways in which people experience forms of technology, various abstractions or 
information entities. In each case qualitative variation in people’s conceptions 
or experiences of some phenomenon formed the object of study.  
 
All the studies noted on Table 1 framed their research question along the 
following lines: ‘What are the different ways in which people conceive or 
experience X?’. Their outcomes take the form of detailed categories of 
description, which explore the salient elements of each conception and the 
crucial differences between them. It is also usual for each category to identify 
some focus of attention that corresponds with the experienced meaning. 
 
[insert Table 1 about here] 
 
Examples of outcomes from two of these studies, in the summary form of 
category labels, foci and illustrative quotes, are shown in Table 2. The 
‘literature review’ outcomes provide an example of the results for a study into 
abstractions; the Geographical Information Systems study exemplifies results 
from a study into technologies. These studies have been selected because 
academic and special librarians in particular, are regularly involved in the 
literature review process. LIS professionals are also increasingly 
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encompassing GIS as part of their domain.  
Category labels are intended to capture the experienced meaning described 
in the individual categories. For example, a focus on the act of finding 
information corresponds with a literature review being conceived or 
experienced as a ‘search’. Alternatively, a focus on gaining personal 
knowledge from the literature corresponds with the literature review being 
conceived as a ‘vehicle for learning’. Similarly, in the case of the GIS study, a 
focus on the graphic capabilities of the system is associated with experiencing 
the GIS as an ‘electronic drawing board”. 
 
[insert Table 2 about here] 
 
Each of these categories represents some conception, acting as the 
researcher’s interpretation of others’ experiences of the phenomenon. The 
meaning associated with each conception is known as the referential 
component, and the focus of attention is known as the structural component. 
The structural aspects of each category form the platform upon which logical 
relationships between the different conceptions are identified: “...each category 
is a potential part of a larger structure in which the category is related to other 
categories of description. It is a goal of phenomenography to discover the 
structural framework within which various categories of understanding exist.” 
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[33 p.34] 
 
These structural frameworks may be inclusive or hierarchical, they may 
relate to the history of interviewee’s experience of the phenomenon, rather 
than to each other, or they may represent a developmental progression [34]. 
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How Does Phenomenography differ from other Forms of User-oriented 
Research? 
 
Key characteristics of many research approaches that have appeared in the 
move away from positivism, or ‘logical empiricism’, are captured in Dervin 
and Nilan’s [2] description of the ‘alternate approach’ to information needs 
and uses research. As this is one of the better-articulated views available in the 
literature, a clearer understanding of theory associated with phenomenography 
may be gained through comparing it against the ‘alternate’ view. Whilst such a 
comparison cannot provide a sufficiently rich picture of the phenomenographic 
or relational stance, it does highlight critical contrasts. 
 
Distinctive features of the relational approach within the context of the 
interpretative paradigm are presented in Table 3 below. In this table, the 
‘alternate’ view may be equated with the constructivist worldview. The 
fundamental difference between the two approaches is that the relational is 
concerned with ‘the internal relation between information users and their 
world’, and the ‘alternate’ or ‘constructivist’ approach focuses on the mental 
life of information users. 
 
[insert Table 3 about here] 
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Phenomenography can also be better understood by contrasting it with a 
better-known approach such as ethnography. Whereas ethnography explores 
cultures, phenomenography explores conceptions, which are one element of a 
culture. The research results consequently differ; ethnography produces rich 
descriptions in which ‘the whole forest’ is described. Phenomenography, 
however, produces lean descriptions, depicting the distinctive elements of 
various forms of ‘vegetation’. Essentially, ethnography tells a story while 
phenomenography develops a sort of classification. Phenomenography is also 
sometimes contrasted with phenomenology in that the former attends to 
variation and the latter attends to essences.  
 
In the so-called ‘alternate’ research approaches, users continue to be seen as 
separate from information systems, and continue to be described separately. 
One of the most influential views underpinning information science research is 
that the ‘user’ and the ‘information system’ are separate entities. According to 
such a model, the system has properties, which users need to learn; and 
working with information or solving information problems involves bridging 
the gap between the user and the information system [6]. This dichotomic 
approach has been labelled: ‘methodological individualism’ [4], meaning that 
the abstract individual and his or her mental representation are taken as the 
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point of departure. Phenomenography is not focussed on individual users in 
this way. Taking a relational view requires a reconceptualisation of this model 
to see whole phenomena, that is the user together with aspects of his or her 
information universe, in terms of the varying relations between them. In this 
view, we do not presuppose that users are physically or conceptually separable 
from their information universes, although they may see themselves that way. 
Adopting a relational approach to research also involves a shift in thinking 
about the nature of ‘information’. A relational view of information is 
consistent with neither the traditional nor the alternative paradigm. The view 
of information in the alternative paradigm has been labelled ‘constructivist’, in 
that the user is the focus of attention. The user is regarded ‘...not as a passive 
receiver but as the centre of an active ongoing process of change’ [35, p.22]. In 
further describing a constructivist approach to information, however, Morris 
establishes a model, which lends itself to a relational interpretation: 
“...information triggers perceptual changes in the user, and changes in the user 
alter how the information is perceived.” [35, p.22] 
 
The idea that information and people both participate in the construction of 
meaning fits well with the relational view. In this view, the user is not seen as 
the centre of focus. Rather both the user and ‘information’ are seen as 
constituting meaning. Thus, in accordance with its broader hermeneutical 
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interpretation, information cannot be represented mentally. It is rather a 
dimension of human experience [17]. 
 
Theoretical and Practical Advantages of Phenomenography 
 
Having explored the nature of phenomenography in some detail, we turn 
now to examining its potential contribution to our field. The following 
theoretical advantages make it attractive: 
 Phenomenography has the potential to help us better understand 
phenomena of significance to information science research. It provides 
insights into people's experience of their information world, and is able 
to focus on objects of interest that are both concrete (eg GIS) or 
abstract (eg information literacy). 
 Phenomenography gives us access to variation in people’s 
experience or understanding. A greater depth of insight into 
phenomena is likely to stem from the attention phenomenography gives 
to revealing the structure associated with varying experiences.   
 Phenomenography shares the strengths of other interpretative 
approaches. It draws on phenomenological and hermeneutical theory, 
thus breaking down the ‘subject-object dichotomy’ referred to by 
Capurro [17], and making it possible to describe conceptions in a 
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holistic and integrated way. 
 Phenomenography focuses on groups of people rather than 
individuals [36] and, consequently its research outcomes are 
generalisable [37]. 
 
These theoretical advantages suggest that phenomenography has the 
potential to make a significant contribution to fundamental LIS research. In 
addition to the theoretical advantages, phenomenography also has practical 
advantages. Research results obtained from this approach may be used in 
further research, in training and education, in development and design of 
information products and other technologies. Understanding the varying ways 
in which phenomena are experienced or understood would have practical 
implications for: 
 design of systems and enhancement, 
 systems implementation and training, 
 design of information products, including user interface design, 
 education and training of information users,  
 education and training for LIS professionals and para-professionals, 
and 
 evaluation of systems and services. 
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All these application areas for LIS research would be able to take account 
of variation in experience or understanding. It would become possible to 
design products, which meet multiple requirements, and educators would be 
able to better diagnose learning needs and design curriculum targeted at 
higher-order learning outcomes. 
 
Conducting a Phenomenographic Study 
 
Researchers interested in the potential of phenomenography will naturally 
wish to know how to go about engaging in a phenomenographic study. 
Phenomenographic researchers would say that there are no algorithms for the 
conduct of their research. The procedures developed for any study are instead 
guided by the intention to seek variation in experienced meaning, together 
with the nature of the phenomenon being studied. Nevertheless, the study is 
empirical and, therefore, involves the identification of a research problem, the 
formulation of a data-gathering protocol, the implementation of the data-
gathering process, data-analysis and the reporting of outcomes. The need for 
these elements to conform to the overall intention of seeking variation in 
conceptions is a key aspect of ensuring ‘valid’ outcomes. 
 
The research problem, or goal, is usually stated as being to investigate, or 
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explore variation is people’s conceptions of a distinct phenomenon. 
Formulating the data-gathering protocol is perhaps the most significant step 
in the early stages of a project; the quality of data and outcomes of the analysis 
depend on appropriate strategies for eliciting the variation sought. The data-
gathering protocol usually comprises a small number of tasks or questions, 
which are intended to reveal variation in conception. For example, a study into 
varying experience of information literacy might ask respondents for a 
description of a time when information was used effectively, or for a 
description of an information literate person as conceived by the respondent 
[13]. A study into conceptions of a geographical information system (GIS) 
could present respondents with a series of tasks and ask them how they would 
use the GIS to complete those tasks [25]. It is critical that questions and tasks 
be designed in such as way that respondents are not artificially constrained in 
their thinking about the phenomenon. 
 
Data gathering is usually implemented using one-to-one semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups, or open-ended written surveys. In conducting 
interviews phenomenographers are guided by strategies grounded in 
phenomenology (see, for example, Kvale [38]). The purpose of the interviewer 
is always to see the phenomenon as it is experienced or understood by the 
interviewee. Questions or probes used during the interview should always be 
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directed towards this purpose. Where participants are involved in performing 
some task, or solving some problem, then video-recordings may need to be 
taken. Once data-gathering is complete, the material, eg. interviews or written 
data is prepared in the usual way for analysis.  
 
Data analysis is primarily guided by the intention of uncovering variation 
in experienced meaning. Researchers analyse data aiming to produce both 
categories of description and a structural framework for those categories. 
These outcomes correspond to the two knowledge interests of 
phenomenography: conceptions and phenomena. Commonly, the following 
activities would be involved: becoming familiar with the data, identifying 
relevant parts of the data, comparing extracts to find sources of variation or 
agreement, grouping similar segments of data, articulating preliminary 
categories, constructing labels for the categories and determining the logical 
relationships between the categories (adapted from Dahlgren and Fallsberg 
[39]). This part of the research process is analytical in the sense that both 
structural and referential elements of conceptions, as described earlier, are 
sought. 
 
Researchers interested in pursuing the phenomenographic approach should 
refer to recent volumes dedicated to methodological issues, such as: 
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Reflections on Phenomenography [40], and Phenomenographic Research: 
Variations in Method [41]. Important insights, particularly for colleagues 
interested in educational applications, may also be gained from Learning and 
Awareness [42], The Experience of Learning [43] and Understanding 
Learning and Teaching: The Experience in Higher Education [44]. Annotated 
bibliographies of phenomenographical material are available online [45, 46]. 
 
Delimiting a New Research Territory for Information Science 
 
How should we now delimit a research space for phenomenography in 
information science? This research space may be established through 
proposing the circumstances when researchers would wish to consider this 
approach, and some key directions within which such studies should proceed. 
Researchers should consider phenomenography when they intend to 
understand the world from someone else’s perspective, and when, 
simultaneously: 
 there is an intention to describe variation in the experience, or 
conception of others; or 
 when there is an interest in the relation between people and some 
information object, abstraction or system. 
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What kinds of studies would be possible? At least four general directions 
may be outlined: 
1. The study of qualitatively varying ways in which people experience 
information and its role in society.  To date, in the LIS field, more 
emphasis has been placed on the study of information technology than 
on information [47]. Its emphasis on variation suggests that 
phenomenography should be explored as a tool for the study of 
information and its role. 
2. The study of qualitatively varying understandings of LIS concepts and 
principles. Most phenomenographic research to date has focussed on 
examining the experienced meaning of concepts and principles in 
various disciplines. Applying the approach to this domain in LIS is 
likely to be successful and of practical value. Examples of concepts 
and principles, which could be examined, include vocabulary control, 
the idea of natural language, pre- and post- coordination, classification, 
authority control. Other relevant concepts emphasise the human factor, 
for example information literacy, leadership and competence in the 
field  
3. The study of qualitative variation in the experienced meaning of LIS 
processes. Previous phenomenographic research would suggest that 
such studies would explore variation in approach to these processes as 
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well as variation in outcomes from them. People’s ways of reasoning 
about these processes could form a particular focus. Examples of 
processes would include indexing, abstracting, information retrieval, 
web-surfing, systems design, learning information science, practising 
as an information professional. 
4. The study of qualitative variation in the experienced meaning of LIS 
elements. Examining variation in the experience of concrete objects is 
an important strand of phenomenographic research. These concrete 
objects are likely to take the form of texts, technologies or persons. 
Relevant objects might include bibliographic databases, indexes, 
thesauri, libraries or information centres, librarians and other 
information professionals. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The strengths of phenomenography as a research tool clearly rest in its 
capacity to uncover variation in conception, awareness, understanding or 
experience. As a research approach or orientation it shares the rich potential of 
phenomenological and hermeneutical methods. These characteristics suggest 
that phenomenography is likely to make a valuable contribution to both the 
theory and practice of library and information science. As researchers and 
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practitioners we are now confronted with a considerable and unchartered 
territory which this approach makes available for exploration and mapping. 
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TABLES 
 
Table 1 Selected phenomenographic investigations of interest to LIS 
researchers and practitioners 
 
Nature of Phenomenon Phenomenon studied: conceptions of 
...
Technologies computers amongst novice computer users [23] 
 computers in education [24] 
 Geographical Information Systems 
amongst vendors, professionals and 
academics [25] 
 information systems [26] 
 CD-ROM databases amongst school 
students [27] 
 
Abstractions and Entities 
information literacy amongst educators 
[13] 
 maps and charts , school students' 
interpretations of graphical information 
[28] 
 literature reviews amongst postgraduate 
students [29] 
 teacher-librarians' role in literacy 
education [30] 
 information seeking amongst students 
[31] 
 thesauri amongst neophyte researchers 
[32] 
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Table 2. Summary outcomes from two phenomenographic studies 
Category  
Number 
Conceptions of a literature review [29] Conceptions of a Geographical Information Sys
(GIS)[25] 
One The literature review is seen as a list GIS is experienced as a graphics interface
 Focus -discrete items, e.g., journal articles, 
books 
“The list of articles includes the authors’ names 
and year of publication, as well as a concise 
summary of the main points ... “
Focus - visual, graphic capabilities 
“I guess, I simply regard it as a different sort of 
board ...” 
Two The literature review is seen as a search GIS is experienced as a geographical data organ
 Focus - act of looking for literature 
“Locating articles about the same topic” 
“Finding information on your topic area”
Focus - the database [relation between data and 
“GIS being a relatively simple tool, storing geog
information and associated descriptive informati
Three The literature review is seen as a survey GIS is experienced as data collection and repres
 Focus - the knowledge base of the discipline 
“The information reviewed gives you a total scan 
of the area.” 
Focus - relation between user, database and grap
capabilities 
“... once you’ve got those tiers of information, y
able to do useful analysis ... generate previously
maps.” 
Four The literature review is seen as a vehicle for 
learning 
GIS is experienced as the process of interaction 
an expert and datasets to solve geographical pro
 Focus - personal gain in knowledge 
“The literature is being done to increase my 
knowledge of the subject.” 
Focus - relation between expert user and analyt
capabilities 
“So the whole point of having a GIS ... is then to
with the problem-solving ability of say, the bota
Five  The literature review is seen as a research 
facilitator 
GIS is experienced as a an evolving spatial techn
 Focus - the research project 
“The literature review gives direction in a chosen 
topic and can introduce methods ... which you 
can utilise.” 
Focus - relation between advances in IT and con
to GIS 
“GIS is adding on even other types of technolog
integrating with image processing ... knowledge
GIS.” 
Six The literature review is seen as a report n/a
 Focus - framing a written discourse 
“I consider the literature review to be the 
scholarship section of the thesis, and as such 
should reflect a competent reframing of the 
literature.” 
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Table 3 Paradigms in Information Needs and Uses Research 
 
Interpretative Paradigm: the relational approach 'Alternate' Paradigm, Dervin and Nilan [2
Information is seen as experienced by human 
beings.  It is an element of the information 
environment, which may be conceived in varying 
ways. Both 'information' and the person engaged with 
it, contribute to how it is interpreted. 
Information is constructed by human being
may be defined as: a) that which is capable of 
transforming image structures or b) any stimul
alters the cognitive structure of the receiver. 
Users are seen as engaged with aspects of the 
world - reaching out to and focussing on it in 
particular ways. There is a limited number of ways in 
which any phenomenon is conceived. 
Users are seen as constantly constructing; fr
within system constraints to create from system
situations whatever they choose 
Researchers focus on describing and 
understanding the subject-object relations that 
constitute phenomena in the information 
environment. 
 
Researchers focus on understanding informa
use in particular situations and are concerned
what leads up to and what follows system inter
Researchers focus on how conceptions are 
delimited, searching for significant variations in 
understanding or experience. 
Researchers focus on how people construct se
searching for universal dimensions of sense ma
Research questions start with people's ways of 
conceiving aspects of the world.  Neither the 
information user nor the elements of the environment 
are of interest per se; the relations between them are 
investigated. 
Research questions start with the user.  The 
is examined only as it is seen by the user. 
Researchers ask 'what' and 'how' questions, eg. 
what meanings are being experienced, and how is that 
meaning being constituted? 
Researchers ask 'how' questions, eg. how do
define needs in different situation, how do they
present these needs to the system, and how do 
make use of what the system offers them? 
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Information needs are interpreted in terms of the 
experienced meaning of information problems or 
tasks. Users experience information needs differently 
and this variation should be subject to scrutiny. 
Information needs are defined in terms of th
user's cognitive structures, eg. a) a conceptua
incongruity in which the person's cognitive stru
is not adequate to the task, b) when the current
of possessed knowledge is less than needed, an
when internal sense runs out. 
 
